Letters
Istrongly support Greenstone's (2001) comments deploring the lawless destruction of genetically engineered trees at Oregon State University. A fire started by similarly motivated persons destroyed valuable research materials and records at the Center for Urban Horticulture at the University of Washington last spring. However, when apprehensions are as widespread as are those about genetic modification of organisms, it is likely that there is some reason behind them. Some examples follow.
The release of Roundup™-resistant crop plants raises the distinct possibility of less cautious use of that pesticide.
Bt-engineered potatoes were released in a number of countries, including several in South America, countries that are centers of diversity for the wild potato and many indigenous cultivars of that plant. This ill-advised release, because of the likelihood of gene spread among those relatives, threatens to disturb their current competitive positions and could even lead to the extinction of native stocks. Crop scientists know very well that precious genes reside in those wild relatives, and they often return to such centers of diversity for material to use in their breeding programs.
The production of crops carrying the so-called Terminator gene, and lawsuits and countersuits over the spread of genes from one crop field to another, are recent examples of what can happen when commercial interests enter the picture. It is not difficult to imagine a farmer in a less developed country obtaining seed from a Terminator crop and improvidently basing his next year's food supply on a crop from that seed.
The widespread and essentially nontargeted use of Bt genes and more frequent use of Roundup both raise the possibility of more rapid development of resistance to these pesticides, and threaten their continued availability to others who use them. Growers of fruit crops who use Bt as a dust will suffer if pests that they must control develop resistance to Bt toxin. As Greenstone remarks, one of the foundations of ecological science is the theory of evolution by natural selection, and one of the legs on which that theory stands is the observation that there is genetic variation in populations. That variation is the reason that resistance to pesticides, including those in some genetically engineered organisms, develops sooner or later in the target pests. It is also a cause for caution in depending on a nonflowering tree (the subject of the title to his comments) not to spread its genes.
Answers to these and other such problems include adequate government funding for university research, so that researchers can develop crops, including GMOs (genetically modified organisms), without having to sign agreements with commercial concerns; the establishment of interdisciplinary review committees governing the release of organisms; and limitations on patent protections for genetically engineered organisms.
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